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MINUTES 
BURKE COUNTY BOARD OF COMMISSIONERS 

SPECIAL MEETING 

The Burke County Board of Commissioners held a special meeting on Thursday, February 8, 
2024, at 8:15 a.m., in the Commissioners' Meeting Room, Burke County Services Building, 110 
N. Green Street, Entrance E, in Morganton, North Carolina. The purpose of the special meeting
was to receive updates from area internet service providers and professional staff in addition to
holding a short discussion on broadband. Chairman Brittain executed the public notice which
was published on January 30, 2024. The meeting was streamed live on the County’s YouTube
channel, BurkeCountyNC, and it was broadcast on the local cable systems. The agenda, in its
entirety, was posted to the County’s website, www.burkenc.org, several days prior to the
meeting. Those present were:

COMMISSIONERS: Jeffrey C. Brittain, Chairman  
Scott Mulwee, Vice Chairman 
Randy Burns 
Johnnie W. Carswell  
Phil Smith 

STAFF: Brian Epley, County Manager 
Margaret Pierce, Deputy County Manager/Finance Director 
J.R. Simpson, II, County Attorney 
Kat Wright, Deputy Clerk to the Board 
Kay Honeycutt Draughn, Clerk to the Board 

CALL TO ORDER 
Chairman Brittain called the meeting to order at 8:15 a.m. 

APPROVAL OF THE AGENDA 
Motion: To approve the agenda as presented. 

RESULT: APPROVED [UNANIMOUS] 
MOVER: Phil Smith, Commissioner 
AYES: Jeffrey C. Brittain, Scott Mulwee, Randy Burns, Johnnie W. Carswell, and Phil 

Smith 

PRESENTATIONS 

ISP - PRESENTATIONS FROM INTERNET SERVICE PROVIDERS  
Brian Epley, County Manager, provided a brief comprehensive overview of the County’s 
broadband initiative. Highlights of his presentation were as follows: 
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Mr. Epley also reported that, as of this meeting, there are only 1,294 unserved or underserved 
households in Burke County.   
 
Chairman Brittain opened the floor for questions or comments; there being none, he invited 
Steve Brewer, Director of Governmental Affairs for Brightspeed, to approach the podium. 
Highlights of his presentation were as follows:  
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Mr. Brewer noted that Brightspeed plans to add 6,000 fiber passings not yet depicted on the 
map above. These passings will specifically be installed in areas ineligible for any grants.  
 
Chairman Brittain opened the floor for questions or comments. Mr. Brewer addressed a funding 
inquiry from Vice Chairman Mulwee and noted that BEAD refers to the Broadband Equity Access 
and Deployment program which is the name of an associated legislative initiative to achieve 
universal coverage. He then fielded a series of queries from Commissioner Carswell regarding 
upload and download speeds, fiber types, contingency plans for damaged fiber, and monthly 
service costs. Responding to Vice Chairman Mulwee's question about programs for low-income 
families, Mr. Brewer highlighted that Brightspeed matches the ACP (Affordable Connectivity 
Program) federal subsidy, offering one of their packages completely free to eligible individuals. 
Commissioner Carswell voiced concerns about the significant portion of Burke County qualifying 
for ACP, stressing the importance of carefully selecting the best product at the best price for 
citizens. Additionally, he inquired about some of the BEAD program requirements. Mr. Brewer 
concluded by addressing Commissioner Carswell's final question regarding development 
progress. There being nothing further, Chairman Brittain invited Zachary Chiz, Foothills 
Broadband, to the podium. Highlights of his presentation were as follows:   
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Chairman Brittain opened the floor for questions or comments. Mr. Chiz responded to a 
clarifying question from Commissioner Smith. He highlighted that his packages have no hidden 
fees, price increases, or leasing equipment fees in response to a question from Commissioner 
Carswell. Additionally, Mr. Chiz responded to a development inquiry from Commissioner 
Carswell, assuring that the cost modeling will keep the price the same for everyone across 
Burke County, regardless of location. Commissioner Carswell then posed a technical question 
regarding service operations. Subsequently, a discussion unfolded about infrastructure following 
a question from Commissioner Burns. There being nothing further, Chairman Brittain invited 
Michael Tanck and Joe Prater, Spectrum / Charter Communications, to the podium. 
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Mr. Tanck reported that he is retiring and that future communications will need to occur with 
Joe Prater until the local government affairs position is filled. Mr. Prater oversees grants with 
several states and is very familiar with the details. Highlights of Mr. Prater’s presentation were 
as follows:  
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Chairman Brittain opened the floor for questions or comments. Vice Chairman Mulwee raised 
concerns regarding challenges faced by individuals covered by RDOF (Rural Digital Opportunity 
Fund) and inquired about the projected completion timeline for the project. Mr. Prater 
emphasized that RDOF is a commitment to offer availability of services to 100% of homes 
within that census block. Commissioner Carswell expressed reservations about the RDOF 
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program and sought information on the number of sign-ups for services in the Jonas Ridge and 
South Mountain areas, both current and anticipated, upon service availability. This prompted a 
discussion on the program's status and expected completion timeline. Upon the Board's 
invitation, Mr. Tanck approached the podium and provided insights, indicating current sign-up 
rates of approximately 60% – 70%, with optimism for higher penetration rates in newly 
covered areas. Commissioner Carswell inquired about RDOF marketing strategies, which were 
direct sales teams going door-to-door and a direct mail piece. Vice Chairman pressed Mr. Prater 
about what prevents Spectrum / Charter from leaving the area in six (6) years if the signup rate 
is less than desired, to which Mr. Prater assured that the company was committed to providing 
services to the community and cited the severe FCC (Federal Communications Commission) 
penalties for service discontinuation. Commissioner Carswell inquired about the ability for 
competition to build in the area. Mr. Prater advised that the RDOF areas are open for other 
providers to build in.  
 
There being nothing further, Chairman Brittain thanked all the internet service providers for 
coming to provide updates.  
 

RESULT: NO ACTION TAKEN. 
 
CM - UPDATE ON THE COUNTY'S BROADBAND INITIATIVE  
County Manager Epley presented a broadband expansion map from 1996 during the meeting to 
underscore Burke County's long-standing prioritization of this issue. He expressed confidence in 
achieving 90% coverage through the Continued Access to Broadband (CAB) program. Currently, 
only 1,294 broadband serviceable locations lack funded, planned coverage. Mr. Epley 
emphasized that 100% county-wide coverage is achievable in the next couple of years, with 
CAB being a crucial step towards that goal. An interactive version of the broadband expansion 
map was demonstrated during the meeting which is hereby incorporated into the meeting 
minutes by reference.  
 
Chairman Brittain opened the floor for questions or comments. Commissioner Carswell 
requested further clarification from Mr. Epley on broadband grants. Mr. Epley explained that 
CAB is a grant facilitated by the NC Department of Information Technology (NCDIT), managed 
by Jeff Brooks, Senior Manager at the NC Broadband Infrastructure Office. CAB is the first 
process that allows dialogue between local government, state government and internet service 
providers. He highlighted that $6.2 million has been invested in Burke County's broadband 
expansion through the GREAT grant program with no local funding contribution. Currently, 
1,850 households have broadband access, leaving 1,294 without it. Unlike the GREAT grant, 
CAB requires a local match, for which $1 million from ARPA funding and $300,000 from a state 
grant have been allocated. The State of North Carolina offers a 3:1 match with the CAB grant, 
translating to approximately a $4 million capital expansion budget. Pending Board approval, 
Burke County will communicate broadband priority areas to the state, which will then handle 
the request for proposals, solicit private internet service provider applications, evaluate cost per 
passing and then award the project to an agency. Mr. Epley expressed confidence in CAB 
significantly increasing coverage for the remaining population without access. Chairman Brittain 
acknowledged the challenge of providing broadband access to the remaining areas and thanked 
staff for their hard work on the broadband expansion initiative. Commissioner Carswell made 
some closing remarks and expressed appreciation to Jeff Brooks, Nate Denny, and Morissa 
Angie for their assistance and to the internet service providers. Mr. Epley responded to a 
clarifying question from Commissioner Burns on the definition of “underserved” for broadband 
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service. There being nothing further, Chairman Brittain expressed appreciation to the I.T. 
Director, Scott Black, and called for a motion. 
 

 
1996 Burke County Broadband Expansion Map 

 
2024 Burke County Broadband Expansion Map 
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Motion: To accept the report and priority areas map as presented. Further, to 
authorize the County Manager to take the necessary steps to move forward with the 
State of North Carolina Department of Information Technology.  

RESULT: APPROVED [UNANIMOUS] 
MOVER: Johnnie W. Carswell, Commissioner 
AYES: Jeffrey C. Brittain, Scott Mulwee, Randy Burns, Johnnie W. Carswell, and Phil 

Smith 

ITEMS FOR DISCUSSION 

BOC - DISCUSSION ON BROADBAND 
Chairman Brittain opened the floor for a general discussion on the information provided by the 
internet service providers and the County's professional staff. With all questions addressed 
adequately and a robust discussion having taken place, Chairman Brittain called for a motion to 
adjourn. 

ADJOURN 
Motion: To adjourn at 9:39 a.m. 

RESULT: APPROVED [UNANIMOUS] 
MOVER: Johnnie W. Carswell, Commissioner 
AYES: Jeffrey C. Brittain, Scott Mulwee, Randy Burns, Johnnie W. Carswell, and Phil 

Smith 

Approved this 16th day of April 2024. 

Attest: 
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